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Abstract 
The suffering caused by the experience of slavery and racism deeply rooted in 
the psyche of African-Americans is among the eternal motifs in modern 
African-American literature. As a black writer, Toni Morrison is intently concerned 
with the survival of African-Americans in America. What she emphasizes in her 
fiction is the experience and memory of slavery and racism the black people have 
undergone and are still experiencing. In Song of Solomon, the dilemma of forgetting 
or remembering the traumatic past persists to be the issue of her concern. Set in 
twentieth-century America, the novel reveals how the traumatic memory of the white 
persecution that occurred during the slavery period and after the Civil War still makes 
influences on the lives of the characters in successive generations and influence their 
rebuilding of African-American identity.  
From the perspective of the cultural trauma theory, this thesis analyzes the 
characters’ problem of identity formation. By revealing the process of curing trauma 
and rebuilding identity within the novel, this thesis aims to point out that for 
African-Americans the only way to rebuild their identity is to understanding their 
traumatic past with the curing power of the sense of safety and connection offered by 
the African-American community and cultural heritage. Based on this point, this 
thesis is divided into five parts. 
The Introduction starts from an understanding of the connection between trauma 
and the African-American experience. As a black writer, Toni Morrison insistently 
focuses on articulating the African-American experience in her fiction, among which 
her third novel Song of Solomon presents cultural trauma plaguing the characters in 
successive generations.  
Chapter One presents a literature review on the novel Song of Solomon. This 
literature review points out the possibility of the study of Song of Solomon from the 














 II  
trauma and cultural trauma is followed. 
Chapter Two describes the phenomenon that characters in the novel suffer 
traumatic identity. As a marginalized group, African-Americans have to carry the 
burden of the traumatic memory of slavery and racism. Song of Solomon shows 
various traumatic experiences, direct or indirect, and those inevitable consequences. 
Chapter Three explains that cultural trauma is the main cause of their traumatic 
identity. Although slavery was abolished long ago, its influence on the black people is 
ever-lasting, and racism still persists in the dominant white culture. For African 
Americans, this is a trauma they can never forget. 
Chapter Four analyzes the process of characters’ curing cultural trauma and 
rebuilding African-American identity. Confronting trauma, each person adopts various 
ways to work through. Some characters distance themselves from or corner 
themselves in the past and erase the help of community and culture, so they fail to 
recover from the trauma and rebuild their identity. Some rebuild their identity by 
understanding the past and with the help of community and cultural heritage and thus 
successfully recover from the traumatic memory. 
The thesis concludes that although trauma is deeply embedded in 
African-American psyche and culture, characters that admit, explore and revisit the 
reality of slavery and the complication of race can begin to understand themselves and 
Americans and African-Americans in general, thus reconstructing their identity by 
understanding the traumatic past and with the curing power of the sense of safety and 
connection offered by the African-American community and cultural heritage. By 
depicting the experience of African-Americans, Morrison intends to point out a way 
for African-Americans to live in the white dominant world and for other marginalized 
groups as well.  
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Introduction 
Blacks in America are continually defined as “other” by mainstream culture 
where whiteness is the norm and black identity is marginalized. Thus, the nuances of 
this marginalization suggest a range of trauma with black experience. 
Slavery, as LaCapra claims, marks a founding trauma for African Americans.
①
 
If historical trauma is a loss instead of an absence, then the trauma of slavery 
produces the greatest loss for African Americans (LaCapra, 2001: 81). Describing 
the historical trauma suffered by African Americans, black psychiatrist James Comer 
writes, “Snatch a free man from his own culture, enslave, exclude, degrade and 
abuse him; and his sense of worth, value and adequacy will be destroyed, reduced or 
under constant and severe challenges ” (1972: 154). For black slaves, families were 
ripped apart, mobility was restricted, human dignity was devastated, bodies were 
mistreated, and subjectivity was annihilated. For hundreds of years black slaves have 
been objectified, dehumanized, and debased to the lowest level. To make things 
worse, the trauma of slavery was compounded by the fact that children born into 
slavery were “socialized and developed in ways that defined them as inferior” 
(Comer, 1972: 154). In other words, the experience of slavery may lead to self 
definition by negation and the trauma of slavery might transfer from one generation 
to another. 
Even after the Civil War, though slavery has been abolished, blacks live in the 
aftermath of slavery in successive generations. Specifically, the legacy of slavery 
leads to the institution of Jim Crow laws in the nineteenth century, which designs to 
“separate blacks and whites, to segregate housing and schools, to discrimination in 
the dispensation of justice, to the myths about interracial sex, and to economic 
political oppression” (Berry and Blassingame, 1982: 241). Such separation, as Ron 
                                                        
① In “Trauma, Absence, Loss,” Dominick La Capra meditates if the Holocaust is to be functioned for the Jews as 
a founding trauma, a traumatizing historical event that “becomes the basis for collective or personal identity or 
both”. For LaCapra, a founding trauma can be the Holocaust, slavery, apartheid, or nuclear bombing that 














 2  
Eyerman explains, leads to “a dramatic loss of identity and meaning, affecting a 
group of people that has achieved some degree of cohesion” (Eyerman, 2001: 61), 
for example, the collective memory of slavery. The rejection of white culture during 
and after Reconstruction is traumatic for the blacks since they need to revaluate their 
past and its meaning which is essential to individual and collective identity. 
Therefore, rejection through exclusion perpetuates trauma.  
In addition, the ending of slavery does not put an end to racism. Though 
institutional racism has been abolished, implicit racism persists. The white dominant 
culture continues to terrorize and traumatize the blacks physically and 
psychologically. Racial oppression continues to be a reality that African Americans 
have to deal with. African Americans still live in a place where the racist whites 
openly run the government and the economy. Between 1882 and 1935, more than 
3,000 blacks were lynched and between 1882 and 1955, over 4,700 blacks died in 
mob action. Race becomes a marker for justifying the subordination of blacks as an 
underprivileged group and for whites to do whatever they please without legal 
punishment. In Comer’s account, African Americans carry with them collective 
memories not only of white antagonism and abuse but also of the sound of 
“contemptuous white laughter” in the sight of the tragedy of black life (Comer, 1972: 
170). Random violence and humiliation are potential threats to blacks’ dignity and 
self-esteem.  
Ultimately, from the time of slavery to the continuing racial exploitation and 
persecution, African Americans not only live in the aftermath of slavery but also in a 
constant struggle both against racism and against the loss of racial identity. Slavery’s 
trauma forms the kernel of collective identity and individual memory and plays out 
in successive generations. However, the intergenerational transmission of trauma in 
the black community becomes more complicated after the Civil War due to the 
persistence of racism on the one hand and the loss of African American subjectivity 
on the other hand. The memory of exploitation and oppression plus the reality of 
racism prompts African Americans either to take concentrated efforts to forget their 
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